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'---'- Abstract
Thispaperdescribesa trialuseofGroove,apeer-to-peercollaborationtool,in
providingremotesupportoworkplacelearnersonourFlipproject.Wedescribe
whathappened,referencingtolearnersupportheoryandthenprovideananalysisof
theresults.Themainfindingsandissuesarediscussedandhighlighted.
Introduction
J
TheFLIP Project(FlexibleLearningIn-CompanyPostgraduateProgramme)focuses
onthedeliveryofflexiblework-basedlearningtopostgraduateengineeringstudents
studyingpart-timewhilstin full-timeemployment.Theprojectaimstoidentifygood
practiceandcriticalsuccessfactorsandtohelppreventimplementersmaking
mistakes.Weundertookapilotmoduleusingaproblem-basedapproachbasedupona
virtualearningenvironment(VLE) withmixed-modedeliveryonanMScLogistics
programme.Remotesupportforthesixpart-timestudentsakingthispilotmodule
washandledusingGroove(Groove,2002).ThispaperdescribestheuseofGroove,a
peer-to-peercollaborationapplicationthatusestheInternetforcommunication
betweengroupsofpeoplewhoneedtointeractclosely.Wesetouttoanswerthe
question:'DoesGroovefulfil ourrequirementsforonlinesupport?'
Learner support theory
Forstudentsstudyingindependentlyinatechnologysupportedlearningenvironment,
anumberof skillsandcognitiveabilitiesareidentifiedasessentialbyanumberof
writers(e.g.Scardamalia& Bereiter,1994;Grabinger& Dunlap,1994;Vygotsky,
1978;Shuell,1992;Vermunt& Verloop,1999,ascitedinMcLoughlin(2000)).
. Articulation:beinganawarelearner;beingawareofone'sownthinkingand
h0Wonecomestoconclusions.
. Self-regulation:beingabletoplanone'sownstudyandadjustone'sstrategies
in ordertoachieveagoalorcompleteatask.
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. Learningskills:beingabletoplanandimplementaflexiblerangeof learning
strategies(notetaking,analyticalreading,criticalprocessing,attentionto
tasks,concentrationa dself-motivation).
. Self-assessment/ self-evaluation:beingabletoanticipateproblemsandareas
inneedof improvement,havethecapacitytoseekhelpwhenneeded.
Thesearenotnecessarilyintuitiveandarelikelytoneeddeveloping,althoughthereis
normallyanassumptionthatatMasterslevelstudentshaveafairamountof shared
tacitand/orcodifiedknowledge,andcanre-applythisinnovelsituations(Alexander,
1988),(Stiles,2001).It istheroleofthetutortohelpindividualsdeveloptheseskills
andshareunderstandingsothatheymaybecomemoreautonomouslearners.To help
studentsdevelopsuchskills,thefollowingneedstobeprovidedin thedesignof the
onlinecourse: :, " ... ,',
. Courseinduction(Stubbs,1999)- toclarifyexpectationsandprovide
orientationtotheskillsandcommunicationprotocolsrequired
"--"
. Multi-sensoryapproachto learning(McLough1in, 2000)- presenting
informationi multipledomainstosupportcomprehension
. Learnercontrolandautonomy(McLoughlin,2000)- providingstructures,
toolsandmethodsthatempowerstudentshroughthetechnology
. Peersupportandcommunication(McLoughlin,2000)- enablingstudentsto
workingroups,offeringsuggestions,adviceandfeedbacktoeachother
. Promptrelevantfeedback(McLoughlin,2000)- fromtutorstoprovidesupport
andtochallengestudentsodevelopnewskills
. Scaffolding(Winnips,2001)- engagingthelearnerathis/hercurrentlevelof
understandinguntilthepointwherethesupportis nolongerequired.
J
Suitablytimedassistancefromtutors,usingbothasynchronousandsynchronous
communications,is animportantelementofanystudentsupportstrategy.We
believedthatatoolsuchasGroovecouldhelpcovertheserequirementsandoffered
thepossibilityofenhancingstudentsupportwhilstlearningintheworkplace.
Groove- a tool tosupportlearning?
ThetwoVLEs thatweusedintheMScprogrammecontainedsomeofthe
functionalityhatwewanted,chatandwhiteboard,butwewereprohibitedfromusing
thesebyourcentralIT departmentastheyrequiredtheopeningof specialportsinthe
firewall.GroovegetsaroundthisIT firewallissuebyusingthehttpport.Groove
additionallyhasvoicecapability,sowedecidedtotrialit inourFlipproject.As
GrooveisnotdesignedtobeaVLE, it wasusedinconjunctionwithourVLEs.
The,Grooveapplicationconsistsofanumberoffunctionsanddisplaywindows(see
fig.1),thatwhenusedtogethercanenhancetheabilitytoexplainapointby
demonstrationa dinvolvethepeergroupin discussion.
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Some of the alternativeviews: Documents - a file management facility,similar to Microsoft Windows Explorer.
Discussion - a discussion group, including "threaded"topic areas.
Web Browser - an Internetbrowser window, similar to Microsoft Internet Explorer.
Contacts - a window containing the contact details of other users of the shared space.
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Navigate Together allows one
member to control what is shown in the
main pane
Groove is an application
runningon client computers- datais
shared automaticallyvia the internet
Help - Groove provides a context-
sensitive help window [notshown],
which can be toggled on and off
by the user.
Fig. 1: Major elementsof the Groove sharedspace
Groovegroupsvariousutilities,dataandpeoplewithina"sharedspace",inthesame
waythatcoursecontentandstudentsareorganisedwithinaVLE. Groovestores
identicalcopiesofallthesharedataonthecomputerofeveryuserwhohasjoined
thesharedspaceandsynchronisesallsharedspacesautomaticallyaschangesare
made.
TherearetwolimitationsandconstraintswiththefreeversionofGroovethatwe
used:thecontentsofthewindowscannoteasilybesavedtoafile;anyusermaydelete
orchangeanysharedata.
In theory,thetoolsprovidedwithinGroovewouldgiveustheopportunityoduplicate
anormalface-to-facetutorialin anon1inenvironment.
"
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So what happened when we tried to use Groove?
'-../
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. Gettingstarted.ThestudentsweregivenaGrooveCD-ROMatthestartof
thecourse,andabriefinductionintoitsuseandfacilities.Thecoursetutor
createdasharedspaceforthecoursein Groove,copiedsomematerialsintothe
Documentswindow,andsentaninvitationtoallthestudents,byemail,tojoin
thesharedspace.As thesestudentsalreadyhadbadexperiencesofusinga
VLE, theirinitialreactiontowardsusingmorenewsoftwarewassomewhat
negative.
. UsingGroove.NotmuchusehadbeenmadeofGroov~duringthecourse,so
inweek8atimetabledonlinetutorialwasatTangedwith.gtud{~iitsandstaff
eitheratworkorathome.Threeof thesixstudents"attended"thesession,one
wasunavailableandtwodidnotparticipate.Onestudenthadtechnical
problemsaccessingtheGroovesharedspaceandthishadtobecorrected
duringthesession.
. Theplan.TheintentionwastodiscusstheMaterialsManagementAssessment
onWarehouseDesign.Thesynchronousvoice,navigationandsharedupdating
facilitiesweretobeusedtodevelopunderstandingthroughvisitingrelevant
websitestogether,andbuildingasharedplanningspreadsheet.
Thereality.Therewereanumberoftechnicalandproceduraldifficulties
duringthesessionand'socialchat'interferedwiththedesiredaims.Thetutor
hadtoexertcontrolbyregularlyhighlightingtheintendedareaof studyand
givingadviceonhowtoaccesstheinformation.Bringingdistractedlearners
backontrackwasparticularlydifficult.
.
. Technicaldifficulties.Voice-overIP communicationwasasignificant
probleminthistrialsession.Oneuserinadvertentlylockedthemicrophone
controlbutton,preventingtalkforaboutenminutes.Hehadtorestarthis
computertorectifytheproblem.Timedelaysinvoicetransmissionmeanthat
itwasdifficultounderstandwhatwasbeingsaid.Thoseondial-uplineseither
couldbarelymakeoutwhatwasbeingsaid.Voicecommunicationly
workedwellonthebroadbandconnection.Timedelaysinnavigatingfrom
windowtowindowandinopeningthespreadsheetinMicrosoftExcelresulted
inseriousdifficultiesfromtheoutset.ConnectionspeedsofmostPCswere
justnotfastenoughtocopewiththedemandsofsynchronouscommunication.
EvendialogueintheChatwindow,themostreliabletoolofthesession,was
difficulttofollowbecauseasmessagesbecameunsynchronised. .
. Otherproblems.Differentlevelsoftechni~al(ICT)ability,e.g.typingspeed,
slowedandinhibitedprogress.LackofconfidencewithGrooveledtomany
technicalquestionsbeingasked,regularlydisruptingthesession.Thiswasthe
d firstrealuseofGrooveandtherehadbeennogradualbuildupinexperience
ofthesoftware,sono-onewasentirelyclearhowtomakeitworkproperly.A
lackofunderstandingandexperiencewiththesynchronouslearningprocess
combinedwithproceduraldifficultiescausedconfusionevenwiththemost
technicallycompetentlearners.Muchofthesessiontimewasthusspenton
~.
non-productiveactivities,oafterattemptingsynchronouscommunicationsfor
45minutes,thetutorabandonedtheonlinelesson.
. Theatmosphere.Oneofthemajorcomplaintsaboutstudyingononline
coursesi thesenseof isolationandlackofcommunitywithinlearningroups.
Thissessiondespiteitsproblems,orperhapsbecauseofthem,didgeneratea
genuinelycommunaltmosphere-therewereevenjokesabouthesound
qualityofvoicesovertheinternet.Theatmospherewasnottraditionally
academicandformal,butwasacommunitycommunicatingi aninformal
environment.Sometimeshowever,thisinformalatmospherewasdistracting,
causinglossoftrainofthoughtanddigressionontoirrelevantmatters.At the
endofthesession,allparticipantsagreedthatwhilstheattemptat
synchronousvoiceoverIF didnotworkasplanned,thesessiondidcreatea
friendlyandjovialatmosphereanditwasabondingexperienee.' .
~
Analysis of the Trial
A numberof issuesbecameapparenttousasaresultofthistrial:
1. Planningandpreparation:
. Weneededtohavecontingencyplans.Whenproblemsoccurredwiththe
synchronoustechnology,thesessionwasabandonedbutcouldhavebeen
reorganised.
. TheinductionprogrammeneededtocoverhowweweretouseGroovein an
academicandlearnersupportcontext- wewerenotclearenoughabouthe
significanceofthedifferentlearningprocess.
2. Practicalissues:
\ /
l
.
. WeneededtotestGrooveoutearlyonandbuildupourexperienceinuseof
Groovebeforethis'bigbang'synchronoussession.Weshouldhavedeveloped
theasynchronousa pectsofGroovewiththegroupfromthestart- wewere
alreadyusingGroovesuccessfullyasynchronouslyinourFlipproject.
Thetutordidwellmaintaininganycontrolovertheonlinegroup,astechnical
issuesandlimitedunderstandingoftheprocessmadeitverydifficult.
Strategiestopromoterealandrelevantconversationa dlimit'banter'needed
tobedeveloped.Althoughwerecognisethatwithtimeandexperience,
keepingeveryone'ontask'andpreventingconversationsstrayingtowards
irrelevantanddistractingissueshouldimprove.
.
\
. An analysisofthehardwarebeingusedwithinthegroupshouldhavebeen
carriedouttoestablishwhethertheircomputerswerecapableofhandling
.~ynchronouscommunications.
Bondingandasenseofcommunitywasaverypositiveoutcomeof the
session,andthisshouldbebuiltuponanddeveloped.
. Buy-inandcommitmenttothisapproach,frombothstudentsandstaff,is
necessarytomakeit workeffectively.
.
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3. Supportstrategies:
\ /
. A collaborativeapproachappearedtobetherightone- studentswere
supportiveofoneanother,providingpointerswhenneeded.It isimportant,
however,tostrikeabalancebetweenfosteringasenseofcommunityanda
encouragingaproductiveworkingenvironment.(Ewing,2002)
UsingGroovesynchronouslywiththewhole,albeitsmall,groupcouldnotbe
supportedbytheavailabletechnology,sowedidnotmanagetoprovide
prompt,relevantfeedback.Thiswouldhavebeenmuchmorelikelyif wehad
takenanasynchronousapproach,orhadusedGrooveaspartofaone-to-one
supportstrategy.
.
. Technologyissuesdoggedourattemptsatamulti-sensof,yapp'roach.to
learning.Weneededtodevelopagreaterunderstandingof howGrooveworks
withdifferentlevelsoftechnologybeforewedevelopeditsusefurther.We
neededtotryit outinourfastintranetenvironmentbeforetakingitouttothe
workplace.
. Weneededtospendmuchmoretimeonclarifyingrolesandexpectationsfor
learnersandstaff.Thisapproachis sodifferentfromeveryone'sexperiences
andexpectationsthatweneededtohandlethechangeprocessinamuchmore
rigorousmanner.Inductionandthengradualbuildupofexperiencewas
necessary.
. Scaffoldingtheprocessofdevelopinglearnercontrolandautonomyispossible
throughtheuseofatoolsuchasGroove,butweneededtohaveabetter
understandingofthesoftware,theapproachandassociatedprotocols.asapre--"
requisite.
Conclusions
Supportforpart-timer motel arnerscouldbeprovidedusingsystemssuchas .
Groove.Thereisnothinginourfindingsthatsuggestthat,asatool,Grooveis
incapableofprovidingsynchronousorasynchronoussupporttoonlinedistance
learners.However,tomakeitworkeffectivelyweneedtohave:
'-J
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. computertechnologycapableofprovidingadequateperformance;
agoodunderstandingofwhatwearetryingtodoandhowweshoulddoit;.
. acomprehensiveinductionandorientationprogrammeforstaffandstudents;
astrongcommitmenttothisapproachforremoteonlinesupport..
OnlyonetrialusingtheGroovetoolinoursupportstrategieswasundertaken,as
confidencewaslostduringthistrial.Takingwhatwehavelearntfromthis
., experience,webelievethatasecondtrialwill befarmoresuccessful,providedwe
ensurethathecomputertechnologyunderpinningthisapproachiscapableof
supportingit.
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